In the early 1960s, leading medical scholars declared a victory over infectious diseases and urged the health care community to focus on chronic conditions, such as cancer, diabetes mellitus, and heart disease.

But, said Anthony S. Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, that idea was a "major misconception that is just starting to clear up."

![Anthony S. Fauci](984photo1){#F1}

While chronic diseases are an important concern for the medical community, he told an audience on April 20 at the 2006 FDA Science Forum in Washington, D.C., it would be a mistake for U.S. health care practitioners and public health leaders to ignore "what is going on in the rest of the world."

Infectious diseases, Fauci said, are the second leading cause of death worldwide, accounting for 26% of the 57 million deaths per year.

However, he added, infectious diseases are the leading cause of death worldwide for people under age 50.

The U.S. health care system, Fauci said, must focus on global health concerns, such as malaria and tuberculosis---diseases that have largely been ignored over the past 40 years by the developed world.

Infectious diseases, he said, can be divided into three categories: (1) newly emerging, such as HIV infection, (2) re-emerging old diseases, for instance, West Nile virus infection, and (3) deliberately emerging diseases, such as the appearance of anthrax in a population after a terrorist attack.

"Infectious diseases are the second leading cause of death worldwide, accounting for 26% of the 57 million deaths per year.---Anthony S. Fauci"

HIV/AIDS
========

While Fauci categorized HIV as a newly emerging infection he said it has now become an "established infection" that is a fundamental problem in the developing world.

He noted that June 5 will mark the 25th anniversary of when the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in a *Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report* (*MMWR*) first acknowledged HIV as an emerging infection.

"No one predicted that 25 years later we would have an epidemic that, in fact, rivals---not necessarily in the acuteness of it, but in the ultimate impact---the 1918 influenza, with already 25 million people dead and 40 million people infected with HIV," he said.

Fauci admitted that the federal government was slow at first to provide funding for HIV/AIDS research.

But, he said, more than 12% of the National Institutes of Health's budget is now dedicated to HIV/AIDS research.

"The payoff has been great," he declared.

There are more than 20 antiretroviral therapies approved by FDA for marketing in the United States for treating HIV/ AIDS, he noted.

"If you look at the antiretroviral drugs that are available for HIV, the totality of those drugs is more than the entire totality of all other antiviral drugs for all other viral diseases combined," Fauci proclaimed.

West Nile virus
===============

Although West Nile virus has probably been around for "centuries" in Africa and the Middle East, it did not become a problem in the United States until 1999, Fauci said.

"It reemerged in a different geographic location," he said, adding that the disease hit its peak in the United States in 2003 and has "settled in as an endemic infection."

But, Fauci explained, "what happened in 1999 has spurred a 21st-century approach" to finding new therapies to treat infectious diseases, namely, the chimeric approach---using genes from more than one virus---for vaccine development.

Anthrax
=======

While the biological impact of the 2001 anthrax cases in the United States was "relatively insignificant," with 22 reported cases and 5 deaths, "the fear and disruption was great," Fauci said.

He noted that Congress responded by allocating \$1.5 billion to create a strategic plan and research agenda to prepare for future acts of bioterrorism.

Fauci likened that response to what the United States is doing now to prepare for a potential influenza pandemic.

"We need to prepare for the eventuality of something that might never happen or happen 30 years from now," he said.

The research and preparedness that has gone into planning for a potential bioterrorism attack on the United States has also helped the nation prepare for seasonal influenza and a potential pandemic, he claimed.

SARS
====

The 2002--03 outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS)---which Fauci described as spreading in textbook epidemiologic fashion around the world---was relatively mild in terms of a pandemic, he said, with 8098 reported cases and 774 deaths.

But, Fauci said, the outcome of the infection was an "extraordinary collaboration at a global level" to identify the cause of the infection and develop a vaccine.

The 21 months between March 2003, when the SARS coronavirus was identified, and December 2004, when clinical trials to test a vaccine were initiated, was the shortest amount of time in medical history for the development of a vaccine, he said.

"That was a combination of FDA working very closely and directly with investigators to make things happen in a very expeditious manner," Fauci said.

Seasonal influenza
==================

Influenza is a re-emerging and an emerging infection, Fauci said, referring to the disease as a "twofer."

It's a reemerging infection, he said, because the predominant circulating influenza viruses change just enough every year that there is a need for a new vaccine.

But, he added, the predominant circulating influenza viruses do not change enough to trigger the threat of a true public health catastrophe because there is enough background immunity in the global community to avert a health calamity.

Unfortunately, Fauci said, the nation has not treated seasonal influenza "with the seriousness from a public health standpoint or from a scientific standpoint that it deserves."

Each year in the United States, he said, there are approximately 36,000 influenza-related deaths and 200,000 hospitalizations.

"And yet, in so many respects, we accept it in this country the way we kind of accept malaria and tuberculosis," he charged.

The best the U.S. health care system has ever done, Fauci lamented, is to have 83 million doses of influenza vaccine available.

He failed to mention the vaccine shortages that have plagued the United States for at least the past two influenza seasons.

The health care community, Fauci said, has been unsuccessful each year in ensuring that everyone who could benefit from the influenza vaccine gets immunized.

The Department of Health and Human Services's plan to have 120 million doses of vaccine available for the 2006--07 influenza season falls short of providing enough vaccine for the 190 million U.S. residents who should be immunized, he said.

Public health has "inadvertently" created a disincentive for pharmaceutical companies to invest in producing vaccines, he added.

"We need to do better, scientifically and otherwise," he said.

All of the questions being asked now about vaccine development in preparing for a pandemic are the same questions that should have been asked about production of vaccines for seasonal influenza, Fauci said.

"We need to increase our capacity to manufacture," he said. "We need better vaccine approaches."

A looming pandemic?
===================

The public, Fauci said, has trouble distinguishing between the public health community's efforts in preparing for a worst-case scenario for an influenza pandemic and "waking up every morning expecting that the worst-case scenario is going to happen."

"You've really got to distinguish between the two," he said. "You've got to act like it's going to happen if you are a public health official, but you shouldn't be waking up in the morning thinking you are one mutation away from disaster."

Although more than half of the little over 200 people confirmed infected with the H5N1 virus have died, Fauci said, the spread of the virus from birds to humans has been rare, "and even more rare with one or two documented cases from human to human."

However, he said, even if the spread of H5N1 does not result in a pandemic, "If you look historically, it is likely that there will be a pandemic sometime."

An unending battle
==================

Confronting emerging and reemerging infectious diseases, Fauci said, is a "perpetual struggle."

Microbes have an "extraordinary capacity to persist, emerge, and reemerge," he said.

But, Fauci said, with intellect, public health measures, biomedical research, technological advances, and will, the health care community can, while likely not wiping out all of the threatening microbes, at least "fight them to a draw."
